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Enacting community engagement in consumer organisations:  
A study of Australian banks  
 
Extended Abstract 
The trend to a more socially-inclusive and responsive form of organisational decision-making 
reflects an increasing belief that engaging a community for specific programs can lead to better 
organisational and social outcomes (Adams & Hess, 2001; Bruning, McGrew, & Cooper, 2006; 
Everett, 2001). While community engagement efforts have strongly featured in government public 
relations and communication practice (Sheenan & Xavier, 2009),  the embedding of community 
engagement in marketing and consumer driven organisations has emerged as a strategy in larger 
consumer oriented organisations. A recent trend noted in marketing communication practice is to 
incorporate the broader concept of social or community engagement as a key communication tactic 
and this represents a key challenge for public relations. This practice is muddied with concepts of 
corporate social responsibility, community relations and stakeholder management as organisations 
recognise the benefits of a more socially responsible and responsive form of organisational decision 
making.  However, there is little evidence in the literature to provide clarity to this as a framework 
in the larger context of public relations. This study responds to this problem through first, 
reviewing the theoretical foundations of community engagement practice and proposes a new 
framework for community engagement in consumer organisations. Second, the framework is 
applied to community engagement practices of four major Australian banks.  The challenge for 
public relations practitioners lies in responding to community opinions as part of a promotional mix 
for products and services. The nature of these influences is expressed through the following 
propositions: 
P1 The organisation will act to influence the public opinion environment through a range of 
tactics 
P2 The social/ public opinion environment will influence consumer and stakeholder 
opinions  
P3 The social/ public opinion environment will influence the nature of products and 
services offered – level of impact will vary according to nature of business 
P4 The organisation will target consumers mindful of social expectations and norms 
P5 Community engagement framework is a marketing orientation that acts to influence the 
social public opinion environment 
 
Model Overview 
  
 
The model is founded on the basic marketing model of exchange (Bagozzi, 1975). The focus for the 
study is the shaded triangle, which explicates an engagement framework for a consumer-based 
organisation. The purpose of the model is not to describe the marketing processes, but the influence 
of the social and public opinion environment on the relationships the organisation has with its 
consumers. The social environment acts to influence the organisation and the decisions that it 
makes for both products and services, and the resources, nature, goals for its relationships with 
customers. Figure 1 represents the five propositions. Proposition 1 and 2 propose that the 
organisation will actively seek to influence, reinforce, or respond to public opinion through 
purposeful communication tactics. Proposition 3 and 4 posits the organisation will respond to 
public opinion in their design and communication of products and services, with anticipation of 
social expectations and responses. Proposition 5 represents the relationship of a community 
engagement framework to the marketing orientation of an organisation. 
 
 
 
 
Four  research questions guiding this study evolved from the literature, and include; RQ1: How is 
community engagement conceptualised in the Australian banking industry? RQ2: What tactics are 
used to engage communities? RQ3: How are community engagement activities reported? RQ4: 
What are the dominant themes that emerge in community engagement activities in Australian 
banks?  
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Figure 1:  Model of community engagement influence in consumer organisations 
  
This study employed a historical and comparative perspective to analyse community 
engagement activities against theoretical frameworks. A coding instrument captured descriptive 
categories relating to the normative use of terms,  characterisations, message framing, and tactics 
used to engage with community members. The unit of analysis was the published community 
consultation chapter, section, or plan, detailing the project goals, objectives and messaging and 
tactics. These documents also provide details of the engagement philosophies. 
In summary, findings showed a dominance of advocacy approaches related to promotion of 
good will activities, including investment in community resources or infrastructure such as 
sponsorships or donating funds for a social cause. There was no evidence of participation in 
decision making, however all banks showed collaboration with local community members on a 
continuum.  The public opinion environment was found to directly influence the priority, framing 
and reporting of their engagement activities. For example, current concerns around increasing 
household financing costs and banking profit announcements was reflected through demonstrating 
investment in meaningful community activities, infrastructure and sponsorship.  
Limitations of this study relate to generalisations to the cases developed however broad conclusions 
can be made to guide future research. In addition, the use of published, bank authored documents as 
data may not fully describe the complete community engagement program of activities in each 
organisation. While steps were taken to find similar quality and depth of documents across all 
cases, other documents may have existed that were not available.  
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